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One of my students recently asked, "”hv are you, a white teacher,
so interested in teaching black literature? I address myself to this
question now, alluding, however, to the problems and rewards shared
by teachers and students of all ethnic groups who are brought to-
gether in such a study, '

‘ The problem of communication differs between téaching situations,
-Regardless of the racial constituency of class or identity of teacher,
the writing of the blacks who belong to the Anglo-American-Interna-
tional Tradition do not present the same difficultics in communication
that one finds in the work of the new Black Art Mo#ement.'hnd. as

the races continue ‘to affect each other in the dramatic flux of an
ever changing world, the confrontation between Western culture and
the ne& movement is constantly becoming of greater import., The ques-
tion,. however, is not one to be easily settled by a simple cholce of
ideology: perhaps what stands most in neced is more study of the prob-
lem, |

Western Tradition has always upheld the contept of universality
without bringing it to fruition, and the current writers of the new
~ black consciousness have turned from this concept in utter dis-

{llusion, Universality denotes a faith in the humanity common to all
- men, with the hope of brotherhood as the basis for a common fulfill~'
ment of human happiness, As a student, I wrote in "A College Girl
~and Life" that there is an identical hunger in each man's soul, and-
"that hunger is God's declaration of ‘the brotherhood of man and the

- equality of purpose in our creation.?l Now in71973, I cannot believe

that universality does not exist and that brotherhood is impossible,
As a doctoral student of Comparabi#e Literature. I recognize the u~
- niting presence of humanity in the dxver31ty of cultures, or, as
ﬁ;’Ralph Ellison writes, "Our fate is to become one, and yot many."2  T
o o Melv1n B. Tolson wzltes in the poe "Psporqnto”' "Our fathereuifi?fkﬁ
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He was the spokesman for all ethnic groups in America: the poem
“Kikes, Bohunks, Crackers, Dapos, Niggers" ends with the lines “we
are the underdogs:/ On a hot :Traill"” Brotherhood, therefore, im-
plies a fraternization of cultures, Ra}ph Ellison sald in a recent
interview '

T m not a separatist, The imagination is intepratlve7
ees And I'm unashamedly an American integrationist,

W. E. B, DuBois writes of a "catholicity of taste and culture,"8
and this is a term which appears frequently in the work of Tolson,
We know that the dictionary defines "catholic" as "universal," and I
wauld take this to mean th=t 211 cultures express a basic humanity
through the interests and nature common to manj; from this we can de-
duce that all humanl tic endeavor constitutes a treasury from which
every man can draw regardless of a vparticular origin, or, indeed, of
aﬂpartiéular time, Tolson was greatly influenced by T. S. Eliot,
~and it is certain that Tolson is a poet who possesses thé historical
senseé which Eliot defines as the meeting of the timeless and the -
temporal, This greuat and comparatively unknown black poet was no
begeing conformist, nor did he ‘allow his race to swallow his art.
Lines in "The Poet" demonstrate his artistic philosophyt

A champion of the People versus Kings~-
His only martyrdom is poetry:

A hater of the hlerdrchy of things-§
Freecdom's need is his necessity.

Previous to the Black Art Movement, the dblack writer had been
influenced by the great writers of all races, all countries, and all
' poriodq of literature, Dubois writes in The Souls of Black Folk:

I sit with Shakespeare and ho winces not,
Across the color line I move arm in arm with Balzac
and Dumag,.. I summon Aristotle and Aurelius and what
soul I will, and they come all graciously with no scorn
nor condciaension. so, wed with Truth. I dwell above
the Veil,

a In addltlon to Eliot, Tolson wag influenced by Wh1tmdn. Hart Crane,

»

fPound the Metaphv 1011 Poet 3y, and the Prench Svmboll ts. And we Lnowg?‘
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writers with whom he can identify, he can also be fired with moti.
vation for the entire realm of literature., In Richard Wright's Black
Boy, we find an unforgettable passage, a dramatization of the impact
of discovery which the mind of the young can discover in coming upon
the great literature of Western ‘I‘radn:ion.]2 It is not surprising,
therefore, to read in "Education and Black Education" by Jon Wagner
of the impetus achieved through the reading of this novel by a group
of highschool dropouts who were brought together in a story workshop
at the Christian Action Ministiry Academy; these students were in-
spired to go on from Black Boy to selections from Homer, Kafka, Camus,
and Orwell,} | . - |

One wonders if this is not the answer to the teacher who savs.
"Why worry about black literature if the student doesn't even know
Shakespeare?" The problem is that many blacks believe that Shakes-

. peare simply isn't relevant, It is again the challenge of communica-
tiont to reach the recipient Ly way of the channels which make him
feceptive and by filling hls particular need; otherwise, the instructor,
- as any communicatoxr, gets shut off, We all know that loss of the hisw-
torical perspective has been destructive on the white student as on

the black; but black separatism intensifies the gap, so that there

ig now an immediate, frightening need for the black student to under-
stand the relevancy of humanistic learning per sc, - ;

A broadening of educational horizons can help solve what is
fast becoming a desperate situation, and the iﬁtroduction of the
black writers whose theme is universality would weaken the dichotemy.,
1f the student reads Cleaver, Baraka, and Giovanni after a study of
‘ The Higtory of Black Literature, or at least after a study of the

major figures, it is quite a different thing from his reading and
knowlng nothing but the separatist dogma of his peers, At the con-
vention of the College Language Associlation last Bprlng. Dr, hliag _

:ff'Blako spoke of the damaging effect of "the sinple v131on,“ empha~,~f
~ii]$1z1ng that the voun" black ghould have knowledge of "the elder

;n‘qte)men" such as ArthurﬁP. DaV1q. Ster}ang Brown. and Alain Locke, o




And the social, though it must be rooted, as

are all ev:dences of ‘exigctonee, in culture, depends
for its 1mpetus for the mosi part on a multiplicity
of influences; Other cultures for instanoe.... Come=
munication is onlv importanfkbecau e it is the
broadest root of education,

The give and take in the classroom during the study of Black writers
could only enhance the efficacy of our educational system, We must
. remember that this cbmmunication serves to clarify the identity and
‘ heighten the dignity of the white as well as the black student, for,
as James Baldwin has writien, "It is a terrible, un inexorable law
that one canmot deny ‘the humanity of another withous diminishing
one's own."15 In the opening of Ellison's Invisible lMan, when the
young black installs himself in the basement where 1,369 filament ,
type bulbs adorn the ceiling, he does so because he wants to know
hims elf, and "{truth is the light and light is the truth"s vet, in
the Epiloguc. he is forced to conclude "that the true darkness lies
~ within my own mind." And the author reminds the reader that he
speaks for a common humanity, in the very last sentence of the novel:
"Who knows bLut that, on the lower frequencies, I speak for you°" It
‘is essentially of modern man that he writes who is lost in ambivalence,
Ellison writes of another plight of universal brotherhood -- the
need despite all, for the.black to love,

I have teen hurt to the point of abysmal pain,
hurt to the point of invisibility, And T defend
because in spite of all I find that I love. Ing
order to got some of it down I have to love,

T™rue to the exquisite spirituality of the blqck people, the black
writer prior to that of contemporary separvatism has been a lover of
the human r&ce. We noed only listen to the slave songs and spirituals
to recognize that hewe is a level of love, of forbearance, and for-
givene 36 which whites do not know. This love becomes the theme for

- three great novelists - Elligson, Baldwin, and Wrighte but, now, the
ffylove is in. trawmstic conflict w1th hate. They are the pokesmen for"
~_the havoe which hate oxreates in the humqn spirit, In Note of a Nativc
' Son, Baldwln wr1teq,_F1 Saw nothxn verv e]earlv but I did c*ee this;




“ 5w

Shall we call Martin Luther Ning, Jr. the priest of love? In
the article "Integration Versus Black Natlonalism," he writes, "When
I speak of love, I am speaking of that force which all the great re-
liglons have secn as the supreme unifying principle of 1ife."19
Beautiful, beautiful Lorraine Hansberry, author of Rainin in the Sun,
knew about life and love: -

Love? Ah, ask the troubadors who come from those who
have loved when all reason pointed to the uselessness
and foelhardiness of love, Perhaps we shall be the
teachers when it ig done, Out of the depths of pain

we have thought to be 056 s0le horltage in this world~—
0, we know about love!

e recobnlac the greal brauly of this passage as of all the passages
quoted, and 1t is to the worth of this literature as literature thatl -
the attention of student, teacher, white, and black must be directed,

' The concept of brotherhocd necessitates justice and change,
and, if this is to be achieved through non-violence, we must nourish
the young in dignity, Early.in this century, W. E. B, DuBois phrophe~
sized of his black brothers that "to flout their striving idly is to
welcome a harvest of brutish crime and shameless lethergy in our very
‘laps, 2l g s tragically demonstrated in The Autobiography of Mal-
colm X, but this work is also a dramatization of the truth that hate
is the other side of the coin of love, Malcolu's followers do not |
often speak of his rejection of separatism, racism, and hatred before
hi~ death, and yet in the Epilogue we find this testimony:

Malcolm X, speaking of the old MO“QHO Number 7

days, sald, "That was a bad scene, brother. The
sickness and nadness of those days == I'm glad to

be free of them, It's a time for mariyrs now., And if
I'm to be one, it will be in the cause of brotherhood,
That's the only thing that can save this country, Iye
learned it the hard way =~ but I've learned it,.,,.,"

~ To read this work is an'educotioh in itself, and it ic necessary thqt
- the American student know the truth of this man, the hero of Black
j‘Natlonallam. who wanted to be a martvr for the cause of brotnerhood'

rt hovemcnt. In 196 Bqldwxn gave an?addr sr 1n Germnnv‘ ;f‘
23 aama | ‘ e

 Let us now obaectivelv search for the meaningv-of the new Blach i
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and beuomeo too alicnated from the intentions of its constituents,
gooner or later this structure will go into dec].:me.?6 Thus, the
gentle Baldwin reveals the basis of the new revolution, In 1968 Larry
Neal had written "It is the opinion of many Black writers, I among then,
that the Western aesthetic has run its course; it is impossible to
construct 9pyth1ng meaningful within its decaying structure," What is
to replace Western Tradition? "The Black artist must create new forms
" and new values, sing new songs (or purify old ones)s and albng with
other Black anthoritics, he must create a new history, new symbols,
myths and legends (and purify old ones by fire), n2?

This polarization of the new black is furthey emphaaized by
- the antipathy which he feels towards any characteristic of whiteness
within the black race itself, Thus we find in YPhe Sclf-Hatred of
Don L. Lee," | |

i
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 The ambivalence within the ranks of the blacks is also seen in the
title of a poem by Nikki Glovanni, "The True Ianport of Present Di-
aloguet Black vs Negro." This poenm also demonstrates the horror of

racism and hatc, It begins

o ‘ Niggoer
Can you kill
Can you kill 29
Can a nigger kill”™

Thcr 7no doubt of bhc 1ntcnb10n of 1rmcd r voluiioh a  egé*ﬁdﬁj7Q s
' ‘V,Bara}a and otnors in the, T




-7 -

First evozvthlnp we do must serve the revolution
or it cerves the enemies. Art must be functional,
collective and commlbtgg There is no such thing
as art for art's gake,

In his own poem "Black Art," he writes, “We want'poems that kill'/
Assassin poems, poems that shoot guns."jl Baraka has spoken and
writlen much on the structure of a new black value system, calling
- for emphasis on “that which is African rather than European."32 For,
“again in "Black Art" we.find, "We want a black poem/ And a Black
world/ et the World be a Black poem," '

Here we come to a complete impasse, for the thrust of this new
writing is ¢learly understood to be for and by blacks only. In the
very valuable and recent publication, Understanding the New Black
Poetry, Stephen E, Hend cxrson poses questions vital to our discussion,

~Who is a poet? Are the answers the same for all
people, in all times? Is the concept of the poet
relevant to an extended discussion of Black poetry?

He explains the language of the new poetry as translation of black
music and speech, and he suggests that “"what is meunt by *beautiful'
and by"forms' is to a significant degree dependent upon a peoples's
wvay of life, thelr needs, their aspirations, their history -~ in short,
their culture." To the quesiion "Who is to judge Black poetry?" he
answers, "Black people obviously should judge, since the poetry ~-
- at least the contemporary poetry ~- is directed at Lhem."33 However,
- as Darwin T, Turner explains in "Afro-American Literary Critics: An
Introduction;" further dilemma exisls in the reality that there has
been a severe shortage in the past of black critics.jl‘L '
The question "Who is to judge black literature" is tied to the
question "Who is to teach Llack literature;" I scems to me that there
is only one answer: scholarship knows no boundaries, VW, Edward Farri-
~son writes in "What Ameriean Negro Literature Exists And Who Should
+ Teach It"'"Thb all-important twofold question is ; not whether thc
- would-be teacher is fired with enthu,qum 01 can. pass for a Negro or‘j:
9*a'nonaNegro, but doeu he know the ,uhjeob wcll enough and is he G
nough of a scholarlv teqchcr to teach it effeotlvb1v°35 Nick Aaronaff ””'
organ  Gollego, '“fv"nu_on a survov wh1¢h hv‘,’ made
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Uyés, Just as a Black teacher 18 -qualificd to teaeh Ird sh 1iterature
and a Chrlstan to teach Porinoy's Complaint. 036

Dr. Arthur P, Davis, Professor Emeritug of Howard University,
beloved and distingulshed scholar of Americon Hegro Literature, has
said that the special courses in black literature were created to fiil
- a gap caused by the omission of black writers from the anthologles and
texts utilized in the classroom, and that there will come a day when
" these special courses will not be needed, because representative wri-
ters will be included in the textis, We know that a start is being made
in this direction, although on a very slow pace, and it seems to me
that the burden of responsibility is now placed on the classroom teacher,..
What is missing from the class text can he augmented by'a treasury of
available material in gyllabi, bLivliographies, psperbacks, and audio-
visual material, '

I therefore, ask the writers and the followers of the new Black
Art Movement the. following: how can we who recognize and respect the
sacredness of their cuuse, ,.and we who love our students, not be involved
in their realm of endeavor? The teacher of the c¢lassroom in the public
school system is the necessany middleran, Art Lelongs to the one who
will receive, and, as it is now, there are not many who receive,.

If the youth is to be educated, so nust the adult be., This
implies an openness on ‘the part of the teacher if we are to conquer
~ the gap in conmunication by a never ending search for the experiénce
of humenity conveyed in the art form. Through the medium of litera-
ture, the teacher penetrates and breaks rigidity and darkness within
the student, nourishing, instead, enlightenment, inspiration, and
hope. This 1ig pousible only through the teacher's own humanity, demon-

- gtrated by an awareness of 1life, an attitude of philosophic doubt in

~the B axoh for truth, and a grasp of the beautv of spirit within his
- students, : : o
In fact, there is much joy to be found, in the beauty and °trength

kf §now unfoldlnb in the blacr COnacLoutneaq. in the dovelopfny qrtn%tici

‘”;genius,'and in the vet unroali&ed vast potentlal of mind. and spirlt.qf;ffé
seCQndHRenai:sance carrloo' o mnch zoal, 1ndustrv. tqlent. moti'
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concept of fraternity., One of my students, Catherine Showell, con-~
cludes a good poem with the lines
We're going to grasp with both hands the

throat of a flecting life's dream,
We'll rlde, unbridled, this boulting blteh.

Revolution is a process...
Being in becoming... '
. - I am we
I am WeCaeo
I .
AM

We!

Sometimes the beauty is tragic, as in Dudley Randallts "Ballad of
Birmingham" which is based on historical iqct;37 this' poem is written in
traditional ballad form and ranks with the best, There is also much
satlre and irony in the new poetry, which many will find unpalstable

and unlovely, but beauty in poetry can be.ugly because truth ig often
ugly., : _ : ' | .

Xt is now for us to do our part by "Going to Meet the Man," the
hu~man vithin each individual, black and white. The ore of black ex-
'perience embodied in the written word is needed by the American, stu=
~dent and teacher,.bhlack and white, if he is to be truly educated and
 truly human, Baldwin, in a colloquial with Margaret Mead Rap on ‘
Rage, sald. "Phe American sense of reality and work has been some~
how hope]essly inhibited by the attempt to get away from something
which is really thelrn."BB And to combat the principle of armed revolu= .
tion, there must be an internal revolution in the national school
system, The last paragraph of Franz Fanon's moving book, The Wretched
of the Earth, eriest “For Europe, for ourselves, and for humanitv,
comrade we must turn over a new leaf, we wmust work out new conceptq,
,fand try to set afoot a new man, w39 | |
. The 'willingness to change and learn is- perhaps the teacher's most
f formidqblc chqllnngo. Ab the: CLA convcnblon last Spring, Pr051dent
: uth N. Horryo in aystunninﬁ oponln" addre =3 "rthnic Studies and Hu~7f
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 the clauuroom, but, then, one also has nuch love and this makes the
difficult poussible. We can do this, for, as Orde Coombs wrote in my
copy of his book, Do You See My Tove Uor You Growing? -~ "We must
believe that the futurc Lelongs to us."[ro

It is to Vbe noted that there is black scholarship of great ex-
cellenco which can be.utilized in courses besides those of%black
" studiest Frank Snowden's Blacks in Antiquity is an invaluable source
for the Greco-~Roman perlod in literature and history; John Lovell Jr.'s
Blacl Song is an encyclopedic text for musical as well as literary re-
ferences . on the origin and nature of the Afro-American Spiritual,

But in ‘the analysis of what we may honestly not recognize as
literature, the teacher may yot be upheld by the certainty that the
material dces hold béautv and truth for many students, because they
identify with i1t in spirit, And, it seems to me, that a cons idera-
tion of this new literaturce exacts a fearful responsibility in justice;
T¢ it not possible that any work which s an expression of thematic
content on an exalted, proiound, "gutoy" level, in a body of structure
vhich is effective, strong, dramatic, beautiful, nccessary, perfect
for ite content, speaking to people in such a way {that they must grow
from the expericnce in humanity -~ is it not possible that this ig art,
and &ll our talk Tike the useless flutlering of the moth against the
light. For there is light, even in all that usage of the four letter
word, and it is perhaps by the breaking of the darkness and hatred
within, the breaking of the inner dam by the waters of rhapsodic utter-
ance, that we nay all be purified, ‘
I conclude, thercfore, that if black literature, thatl is, writers
of both Western Tredition and the new Black Art, is brought into the
. glassroom, ‘the fears and prcjudices wil) lessen and trust belween
black and white will grow. Margaret lead has sald, "You have got to
'real]v dve been loved and touched by pigple who 1ook very different,
"

I still believe what I wroto 1n my Chool days hero in‘Philav
' delphla Jn the rortxoa;g‘g | ‘ e el

f 1nﬁthe powcr of ]ovoj1, now'evcn
: “;o love, It is as na
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